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ABSTBiCT 

The purpose ot the present ^stvidy was to assess the 
explanatory powers ^of three theories of sex role ^developaent: 
secondary reinforcement through parental aurturance; in^truiental 
conditioning by dating partners; and social learning througii^ ^ 
observations of /outcomes for mothers. Subjects • responses to 
questionnaire items were utilized to measure the predictive power of 
these three theories. Data is presented on adoptive and biological 
couples. Subjects were classified as prifarily. upper-middle class and, 
were matched Vn a. nunber of categories, including age, education, 
incpjie and length of marriage. Aacptive subjects were significantly 
■ore conservative or traditiqnal^in their sex xcle ideologies >^ 
were biological parents; this was, true for meri^. as well as womeni^ 
the ;three theoretical approaches, onlj Sisconda'iy reiiiforcement^ 
through parental nurturance was found to be significantly accurate in 
predicting sex role ideology for the women subjects; Bcmen 'with 
-traditional' sex role ideologies usually reported that they maintained 
close ties with their parents and tended to report that their mothers 
had^een somewhat disapproving of them as children. (Author) 
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-r^~ ^ _ •Au' Ex amiQation of- Three Theories^.of SeiT^ 

* ^ ' * in a Sample of Adaptive -Parents 

77. '"'^^ , - Cheryl Travis, Ph.D%,. Becky Francis • 

Q ' * - • • , 

\JLJ^ *' The' purpose of the present study was to assess the explanatory powers of 



^1 



three theories of sex role d'evelopment , secondary reinforcement through pBrental' 



% nu\^ajtance , instrumental conditioning by dating par tners , and social learning 

through observations of outcomes for mothers. Subjects responses to questionnaire 

" : ' // - 

items were utilized to measure the predictive power of these three theories. 
This paper presents data on adoptive and biological couples. 'Subjects were 
'classified as primarily upper-middle clTass and were matched on^ a number of 
categories, including age, education, income ^nd length of marriage 'Analysis ^ 
for content 'validity of the iteips tapping each' of the theoretical approaches 
indicated considerable overlap or redundancy between items related td parental / 

nurtujrance and parental outcomes.. Adoptive subjects were significantly . / , 

> » . **' . • 

more conservative or traditional in^their sex. role ideologies than were / , 

' ' ' * ' < ^' ^' 

biological parents; th^is was true ^f dr men. as well as women. Men in general 

tended to be somewhat more traditional than women. Of the thre^' theoretical 

approaches, only secondary reinforcement through parental^nur turatice was ' 

found to be significantly accurate in predicting., sex tole video ^,qgy for* the 

women subjects'. Women with traditional sex role ideologies .usually reported 

thdt they maintained close ties with their parent^ and 'tended t«) ^pprt 

that their mothers had 'been ^somewhat disappro\5'ing of them as children. ^ ^ 
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/ An Examination of Three Theories of Sex Role Development 

. * ** 
y ' . * in* a Sample of Adoptive Parents 



The purpose of the present study is to assess <:he explanatory powers 

of three theories of* sex role development, secondary reinforcement through 

parental nurturance^. instrumental conditioning by dating partners, and 

social learning through observations -of , outcomes for mothers, j Subjects^ 

responses to questionnaire items were utilised .to measure the predictive 

-power of these three theories./ Earlier research on college students with 

• > 

extreme sex role ideqlogies indicated that social learning through 'the 
observation of outcomes for mothers was highly effective in predicting - 
sex role Ideolo^e.s. However,- each o^ the three theories was ' supported ' 
to some, detent (Travis & Seipp', in press). This study addresses the 
question as to whether or not fih^se three^';theories would ^predict well 
across/the -entire range of opinions relating to sex role ideology, ,and 
whether ot not the theories would predict well among adult men and women 
who were older, and^^^p^haps* had more firsthand experience in performing 
elements of, trhe sex rples associated with their respective ideologies. In 
this light, we have identified three reieyant groups, couples vho have app 
to lidopt a child, couples" who are biological pai^ents, and couples who jhave 
full /time -^careers for which they receive a salary . _J?his papee-is actually 
a prellniinary report, and includes datajwrft^ on the adoptive anB'^jl^ogical 



. f 

couples^ 



The theories, we studied do not always have specific theorems or t 
corollaries that relate 'dinactly to sex role ideologies. Some specific 
assumptions were ^e<^essary to derive many of the prediction^. For ^xample. 



} 



secondary reinforcement, theory suggests that children* imitate and eventually 

Identify .with parents to the extent that the parent consistently fulfills the 

child's needs. The behavior associated with this situation has been termed 

parental nur'turance. We assumed that the parents of pur adult subjects 

would present a traditional role model for emulation and that therefore. 

'high p"krental nilrturaitce would be assopiated with traditional role behavior 

and traditional sex role ideologies. We asgumed that'the parents of our 

subjects would present: a traditipnal role model because the parents would 

range in age from 50 to 65 years. Thus, they probably received a large 

pArt of their sex role socialization during the 1930's, We predicted 

.that-our adult subjects wl^o .were identified <^^as generally traditional in 

'their sex role ideologies vfould report that they perceived* both their 

mother and father as especially supporting when they were young^ and that ^ ^ 

they currently maintain close ties with their parents/ Cither assumptions wfere 

also necessary for prediction concerning the instrument'el conditioning * theory • 

Instrumental conditioning can. occur .under a variety of circumstances, but 

we felj: that peers carJkind do control many of the contingencies .associated 
* / ♦ , <^ ^ 

with our social behavior' (Wahler ^ , 1967) • We made ^wg as&umptlQhs concernin'^\ 
instrumental conditioning by peers; first, that an import!l^nt period for 
such conditioning occurred during early dating expediences; two, that. < 
most individuals in our sample initiall^^ attempted to fulfill *th^e traditional 

patterns of dating. Bahed on our understai^ing ofi instrumental conditioning 

■ * - * ^ ^ ' , ' * , *' * . • . " * 

^ ^ • ' ^ * ' " ' ^ . -^y 

and these assumptions ^ w,e predicted th'at those •^jubjects who^ reported success 

in their early dating , experiences would, as ?adults*, ddopt , traditional s^x 
role behaviors® and Ideplogles.* . ^ ^ • 



The third approach, social learning, suggest that actjial rewards and 



:osti3 nied not be experienced for^learning to occur. It is reasonable td 

inrel^ therefore, that some elements of sex roTe ideology dnd perhaps 'ptefferences 

for banav£or are acquired through olt,d^rvati6n of outcomes associated with^'a 

particular role. With respect to this theoretical appri)ach, assumed that 

the mothers of our subjectsv?,ere-the key roie performers. We predicted Bhat 

^ — ' ' • * - ^ 

JJ^Jthes^C'mothers were perceived as being w^l satis fieti and happy in the role ' * 

of wife, mother; and homemaker,. that our subjects .would tend to. have traditional 

behavior pattern^ and ideologies.' ' • - , / 

Method . ' , . ^ 

Subjects : As mentioned previously our subjects consisted of men and women 
who had applied *to adopt a child and men*and women who were already biological ^ 
pareiits. The adoptive subjects wer^ registered with\8 child-plaping ^ 
agencies and 1 organiza'tion composepl of ailopting men and women. Th^ agencies- ^ 
wdre located 'in 5 cities iti the state o*f Tennessee including the four most 
populous cities 'in the state. These subjects were normally solicited at the 
convenience* of agency personnel and were informe,d that their cooperation in 
the study was ^onymous an<J would no^* Reflect on evaluations made by the 

agency* Subjects completed a queJ^tiopniiire (which will be describe3 shortly), 

\ ' . • ^ \ • / • 

in their homes and returned* it by mail: , Of the 300 subjects originally solicited, 

i^n the adoptive category, 154 have retui?ned their questionnaires. Approximately 

240 biological subjects *were identifi^ed through a quota sampling system. 

• «^ * , '* . : ' ' ' ' ^ . ' ' ' 

Telephone listing for all letters of the alphabet were used in the appropriate 

- * ft 

census tracks. These subjects were contactefd ]>y phone and a questionnaire ' 
was sent to those who indicated an interes t- or willingness to. participate. ^ 
The questionnaires are being returned anonymouS*ly by mail* Althoygh it *is 
somewhat early in this phase of. data collection, -it appears that^r'the return 
rate will approximate that of adoptive subjects. The satnple-size ts at present^ 
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52 subjects-. This is only the beginning of data collectjon^njilolo glca 
parents, and we hope tojeyen^^ comparable to 

the- adop'Clve sample. The biologicaJL ^sample of parents come entirely from- 
the city of Knoxville, but these subjects haVe^, however^ beenTnatohed'with 
thj^^ adoptive subjects on _a number of categ^^e§^^ncluding ,age , education, 
income and length of marriage. The subject pool for the biological category 

was, defined as those subjects living in census] areas closely, resembling the 

\ ' * . ' ' * ' ' 

demographic pharacteristics of the adoptive subjects. Based on the average • 

education level and income l^vel,' subjects were classif ied^as primarily 

upper-middlg class. The average age was about 30 years for women and 32 years 
N 

for men.- The average ^education waS about 2% years of college. The average 
income was $21000. And the average length of marriage was 9 .years . 
Questionnaire : The questionnaire consisted of sevetal sections* *The two 
reliant to this pap^r,were a sex ro^e ideology scale concerning women7 and 
9 questions^.,s^etri^ically related to the three theories of 'sex role development 
Eor wh^ch j^e derived predictions concerning seX role ideology. The sex role 
ideology questionnaire involved 6 items dealing with such issues as educational 
and careejf opportuni^es for women, happiness associated with various -rble 
behaviors,, and personal-psychological characteristics of women*^ This ^hort 
scale correlates significantly" with the Spence-Helmreich scale. An r equal 
to .53 was o^ained whi-ch*is significant at the .005 level. It also correlates 
significantly with the Wellesly Role Orientation .^Question, .with an r of .53, 
significant at the »005 level. The .rang'^ and mean scores fgr the current 
sample of , Adults' Is similar., to those of the earlier colleffee sample. 




Three questions were asked with respect ^to each theoretical 'ap^rpach to. 
sex rol-e development; -these w'ere presented in a LiTcert format.' Scores 9n 
these questions 'werS^nalyzed to determine^ group dif ferences.'between 
biological and adoptive subjects and to predict sex role ideology scores • 
Questions that provided scores on parental nurturance ^sked 1) whether or 
not -the subjects maintained cTbse -ties" with their fJ^rents ,2) their perception 
af, their mothejp^^s acceptance . of them' ds a child, and 3) their perception of 



their father 's ^^"pport of^ them aS a 



child. Questions thaj? provided scores on 



dating experiences asked subjects Xo 1) estimate their^degree of datii)g success, 
" 2) to indicate how social they were in high school, and 3) to indicate thp ^ 
amoCmt of admiration, afid support they received from dating partners. Question? 

• that provided scores on soci^al learning asked subjects to estimate 1) the 
sViccess of their parents^^ marriage,^ 2) the degree of satxsfactloli their ^. 

mother received as a homemaker, and ,3) the variety^of^activities their mothers 

- _ 

found compj|^ible with -the role of homemaker. . y > f . . \ * !-» ^ 

^ Results ^L-^^^^^y^ ^ ' ^ 

^ . Inter correlations among the 9 itenis related to specif ic^ theoretical ' 

* approaches indicated *a. number of significant relationships . Table 1 illustratesf 
these. Correlations of items within a specific theoretical <^ontext are presented 



^ in triangles and can be thought of as an indication of convergent content, ^he 
average correlation for a group is presented on the iright ^ide of the group. 
^_Thg_r^J^-loira1Tlp^f an5^ item with any other item in* any theoretical context 
can also be^seen in Table 1. The correlations withifi the blocks represents ^ 
an indication of divergent content between twV theot'et;jlcal C9ntexts. The 
average correlation for a given triangle cluster should be higher then^ any 
average correlation for a block of iCems. -A comparison 'of average correlations - 
for triangles and block^ is a way *of roughly assessing discriminant content amorig 



All iteins derived from parental nurturance formulations , items 1 through 
3, are significantly correlated with ohe Another. Referring to Table 1 an 
ayerage correlation of .29 was found within this theoretical grouping. Items 
4 through 6 concerning dating succfess show moderately ^gpsitiVe correlations, 
but it appears*, that admiration from dating* partners (item. 6) is tapping a 
different dimension of dating experiences. When this item is deleted it ^ 



\ilLidity. ^^This is ' 



changes the indications of convergent and divergent v*lLidity. j'^This is ^ '^-.^ 
indicated by the correlations that are in parentheses ^n Table 1. Iteifi^, 

7 through 9 xelatfe to' observations of out-cones for mothers and are also) 

^ »n<\ parliv J 

generally positively correlated with one' another, • " \- ^ 

It appears from Table 1 that there 1^ considerable overlap* or i:edundahcy 

sat ' ' 

between parental nurturance and parental outcomes. Warm, supportive parents 

m 

are also seen, "as b§ing fairly satisfied with their marriage and their roles 
in life. The block in the far right corner di/plays this relationship. Items 
which involve dating experiences ^re apparently basically tapping k different 
dimensi>*n; This can.be seen by comparing the average correlations of the dating 
experience trir^ngle .with the blocks above and to' 4:he right of it. . 

^TJow if yon will look at figure 1, it contains information concerning 
the .sex role ideologies of our subjects,* Analysis of the Sex Rofe Ideologies 



of our sjyibjects indicated that adoptive sub jects. were significantly more 
conservativeAor traditional in their belief patterns than were biological 
parents, this was true for men as well as women. Apparently then the high 
motivatio|i to become apparent is not simply related tQ^ the woman's desires but 
also to the man's to fulfill a traditional family pattern. It was also the 
case that men iti general tended to be somewhat more traditional than women 



concerning the most appropriate role for women to 'fulfill. This suggests* ' . 

- ' • c ^ — — ^ 

, that there may still be some basis for social-political cot;iflict between -^V' 

men and women in our society ^that extends beyond formal institutional . . /^'^'^.h^^ 

pr;^ctices, > • 



Figure .2 compares the sex role developmental histories of men^and ' ' 
^ women. No ^fferences werg found when distinguishing between the categories 
*of adoptive and biolqgical^parents . Women in general reported- closer 
relationships with their parents-l This was significant at the .01 level, . 



I 



Men and women ^repoi^ted equivalent perceptions of thet* dating success and j'xf^ 
their mother's satisfaction in her role,'. ' ' ' ' ' i^v' 



The explanatory or analytic conferibption of each. theoretical orientation 
— , was assessed bj^^^me^ns of. multiple regression equations conducted separately 

for men* and women. , Of the three theoretical approaches only one was found*^ * 
•to be significantly accurate in predicting sex role .^ideology . . And this was 
true only #or women. This was parental nurturance 'and warmth or the secondary 
' • reinforcement theory. . ** . , • i * 

The three*items tapping parental nurturance weye ties to parents , accepting 
mother, supportive father. xhe multiple regression coefficient was significant 
for. .the parental nurturance approach (R" .27%* Wbmen with traditional * 

/ ' • • . • ■ 

sex' ro^ ideologiesX^u^ually reported ^that they maintained close ites with 
— their pajrents (F (1,102) = 4;41, ^ .04), This* makes sense .within the . . . , 

r ' • ' ' .J 

fraijieworlc of secondary, reinforcement and on a common sense level that shared 
Values lead to more interactiorf and co^fllpt^ng values likely 'lead to greater 
diitiA'tili/ tfW«V#t, ehc warmth and supj^C, of the-|ather was not a ^significant ^ ^ ; 
factor in adult sex role ideology. - The predicted relationship between sex « ' 

, 7 role^ ideology and acceptance by the mather was actually in the reverse direction. 
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Women with traditional sex role, ideologi^es tended to report t,hat their mothers 

had been somewhat disapproving of them as children (F (1, 102).= 6.04, p .Ol). 
I p * • * 

This is a completely unexpected result. "There are a cbpple of possible explana- 



tidns'fo? this "^finding. A-post hoc interpretation mig^t be that 



strong 



belief about traditional roles 'for women ar6 reflecting a compensation fou * 
disturbances, in the eariiej^ mother-daughter relationship. Adh^rance to a 

* tradj.tiona"l orientation may represent an attempt to gain a nop-nurturant 
mother's apjJroval. * It is a relationship, in any, case,' that is not compatible 

witd the bal^^ic tenets of secondary reinf orcementir * 

- ^ ' / » ' • - . 

Perhaps this puzzling relatiOnshif) between mother's acceptance and the 

daughter 's d'evelopmentJ of ^a non- t;raditional sex role iHeology can be better 

understood by exploring the relationship between the mother's acceptance and 

, the mother's involvement in activities outside the home and htt satisfaction 

in her- role. From table 1 it appears tliat the a'ccept^lng mother seems to 

, be the satisfied mother 'and also the mother who *is^ involved in activities 

outside the^ home. Jane Lazarre hajp written an insightful book into her 
/- . , ' ^ ' " V . ' ^ 

experience as a mother. Entitled, The Mother Knot ^ this*book focuses on the 

de4\ands of motfterhood whiGh often l6ad tb a loss of freedom and identity when 

the mother's needs are subordinated to the child's. In referring to mothers 

who frequented* a park with their children^ she states "Vefy^few of the mothers 

were content. There wag no mistaking tjieir bor^doift, their shortness of 

• * ' ^ -m * ' • , « 

temper, their martyred dedication." (p. 191).^ This* personal account lends. 

« ... r - • ■ . - - ; . „ 

* support to the notion that t\\e mother who restricts her interests solely to 
her family is not ;iecessarily thft most psychologically nurturant and 
accepting. * . * ' 
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In this study mothar's perceived involvement in activities outside the 
• hbine was likely. restricted to the options available to women at that 
time, in the ,1950s and' 1960s. With these constraints lessentijg, contemporary 
women, jwho have had mothers, who were accepting and involved, in community ^ 

activities , are likely to extend their sex role attitudes and behaviors to. 

• ' ® ^ • ' • 

* 

'en^ompass^behavioxs . i^or women outside of what has been traditionally accepted., 
the mother of the 1950s, invplved in activities outside the home may 'have ^een 
inadvertently modeling social skills that could easily lead to a non- traditional 
sex role orientation , and behaviors in, ^ more tpleraftt and liberal environment. 



' . Table 1 

Coe^flents for Convergent Content ^Triangles) and 
NDiscriininat Content tBlj:^cks) N = 206 
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Item 

ties, to parents 
2. 

acce^>t. mother • ~- 
3. ^ 
support • father 

r 

dating success 
5, 

sociable * 



peer admiration 



7. • . 

marriage success . 
8. 

mother satisfactiah ' 
9. . ,'" ■ 

mo thpr.' activities , 



PareTntal 'Nurturance 
2. ' /'3 Avg. 



-Dating Exper-iefice 
4' 5; 6 A'vg , 



Parental Outcomes 



8 



Avg. 




.29** -I 

4 



^15* ■ ' .14* 



.11 



. 42**' 
.45# 



.12 
.21** 



.20*^ l.,44** 

' .16* [ 

^02• .15 I (.18*) r.32** 

25ti 23^3' . U4J:.*^ 27 **. _. 12 _| 



■ r!i6* 

.15* .| 
(.40**) , -.11 



.31** 



r 





.34**' 



' - (Figures in Parentheses Represent Average CorreJ^atiorts When" Item 6 is DeletejJ) 
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